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A SOCIOLOGICAL ASSESSMENT OF CONJUGAL CONFLICT
Francesco Giudici, Eric Widmer, and Paolo Ghisletta
Beyond psychological explanations of conjugal conflict, associated with persona-
lity mismatches and micro-relational dimensions (Coleman et al., 1980), some soci-
ological explanations of conjugal conflict have been proposed (Birtchell, 1986;
Hochschild, 1989; Olson, 2000; Popenoe, 1996). Although conjugal conflict and
divorce are major features of contemporary societies, little empirical quantitative
research has been done to put those explanations to the test. This paper tests the im-
pact of three dimensions of partnerships on conjugal conflict: division of house-
hold labor, conjugal individualism, and conjugal closure.
Factors of conjugal conflict in a sociological perspective
By far, the most frequently studied factor of conjugal conflict in a sociological
perspective is the “division of household labor”. Despite significant progress to-
ward greater gender equality in Western societies (Amato and Booth, 1995; Xu and
Lai, 2004), researchers continue to find persistent inequalities between men and
women concerning their responsibilities for household tasks (Hochschild, 1989;
Perry-Jenkis and Folk, 1994; Thompson and Walker, 1989). Several researchers
have addressed the impact of an unequal division of household labor on conjugal
satisfaction (Perry-Jenkis and Folk, 1994; Pina and Bengston, 1993; Suitor, 1991),
conjugal conflict (Kluwer et al., 1996; Stohs, 2000), and divorce proneness (Frisco
and Williams, 2003). Some researchers found that an unequal division of house-
hold labor predicts conjugal conflict (Kluwer et al., 1996; Ferree, 1991; Mederer,
1993; Perry-Jenkis and Folk, 1994; Stohs, 2000; Thompson, 1991). However, other
results suggested that it is not inequality per se that led to conjugal conflict, but its
perception as unfair (Major, 1993).
A second and less investigated issue in family sociology involves the conse-
quences of “conjugal individualism” on conjugal conflict. A tension has opposed
for decades the fusional ideals of conjugality, in which “sharing” is considered to
be the key to happiness, to the individualistic ideas of the “self”, in which clearly
establishing one’s personal rights and autonomy is interpreted as a sign of psycho-
logical maturity and evidence of relationship success (Mansfield and Collard,
1988). Conjugal individualism is also a matter of similar or dissimilar life styles and
values in a couple. Individualistic relationships value diversity more, and partners
feel more free to develop and maintain their personal interests, practices and ideas;
therefore, they are more centered on personal achievement (Reiss and Lee, 1988).
In its most extreme version, conjugal individualism negates any obligation to-
wards one’s spouse or partner except that of an open and honest communication
(Bellah et al., 1986).
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Few researches have empirically analyzed the effects of conjugal individualism
on relationship quality. Some scholars have argued that fusion and shared activities
promote relationship stability (Askham, 1984; Dion and Dion, 1991; Le, 2005; Duck et
al., 1991) and sexual or conjugal satisfaction (Lewis and Spanier, 1979; Orthner, 1975;
Patton and Waring, 1985). Gohm et al. (1998) conducted a cross-cultural comparison
and found that an individualistic culture is associated with higher rates of divorce and
marital conflict. Other researchers have reported that divergences in politics, religion,
and social behaviors are generally associated with a decrease in conjugal quality
(Lehrer and Chiswick, 1993). Claxton and Perry-Jenkins (2008) showed that couples
who participate in fewer shared leisure activities develop conflict more frequently.
On the contrary, some researchers show that spouses who emphasize autonomy in
their relationships have a greater chance of forming a stable and satisfactory partner-
ship (Birtchell, 1986; Askham, 1984). Despite its theoretical importance, which is ac-
knowledged by prominent scholars (Giddens, 1992; Popenoe, 1996; Stacey, 1996),
there is a paucity of empirical research on the impact of conjugal individualism on
relationship quality. Based on the existing research, it is unclear whether the quest
for autonomy in intimate relationships is detrimental or beneficial to couple interac-
tions (De Singly, 1996).
Athird factor, the family closure, has been stressed as a determinant of conju-
gal conflict (Widmer et al., 2006a). Conjugal relationships do not exist in a vacuum.
Scholars have emphasized how important it is to take into account the social envi-
ronment in which these relationships are embedded (Bott, 1957; Burger and
Milardo, 1995; Milardo and Allan, 2000). The relationship between couples and
their environment has served as the foundation for various family typologies
based on clinical populations. Inspired by the works of Kantor and Lehr (1975),
who made the distinction between open and closed family functioning, Olson
(2000) considered adaptability to be a main condition of conjugal functioning.
Families that are either rigid or chaotic in their internal relationships and in their
interactions with the environment show the greatest prevalence of problems and
conflicts, whereas open families tend to deal with their conflicts and problems
more effectively. From this perspective, conjugal closure might decrease the effects
of conjugal conflict, rather than increase them, because it prevents further interfer-
ence from the environment in the couple’s relationship. However, the evidence
supporting the impact of conjugal closure on conjugal conflict remains scarce.
Overall, the literature review suggests that a gendered division of household
labor, conjugal individualism and family closure are factors of conjugal conflict. In
most cases, results that considered these factors were based on clinical (Olson,
2000) or non-representative samples (Le, 2005), with non longitudinal design.
Moreover, there is no study that considers the three dimensions simultaneously. In
contrast, the purpose of the present study is to measure their impact on conjugal
conflict using a large, representative and longitudinal sample of married and un-
married couples.
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Method
Sample
The data were drawn from the study “Social Stratification, Cohesion and Conflict
in Contemporary Families”, a large and representative two-wave survey of mar-
ried and unmarried heterosexual couples living in Switzerland (Widmer et al.,
2003). The first wave of data collection was conducted in 1999, whereas the second
wave took place in 2004. The study’s primary goal was to examine how conjugal
functioning was embedded in social statuses and life stages. Participants were ran-
domly selected using a non-proportional stratified design from the three major
language areas of Switzerland. The questionnaire was administered via a com-
puter-assisted telephone survey.
In order to be included in the sample, participants had to live in Switzerland
and cohabited for at least one year. In addition, the younger partner had to be at
least 20 years of age, whereas the older partner had to be less than 70 years of age.
Responses were weighted according to the population size of each linguistic re-
gion. In Wave 1, 1,534 couples were surveyed; therefore, 3,068 interviews were con-
ducted (see Widmer et al., 2003; and Widmer et al., 2006a). During Wave 2 in 2004,
there were 979 original participants (70% of the participants from the Wave 1). Due
to a limited research budget, only women were interviewed in this wave. To pro-
mote coherence in the research design, we decided to include only the women’s an-
swers also from Wave 1 in the analyses. On all major dimensions of family life con-
sidered, the reports of the partners were relatively consistent based on the results
of analyses performed on the data from Wave 1 (Widmer et al., 2003; and Widmer et
al., 2006a). We include all the available information for the first wave (we used
Full-Information Maximum Likelihood as suggested by Wothke, 1998), and we ex-
clude from the analysis data from female participants who were no longer with the
same partner in Wave 2. Note that there were no selection effects on Wave 2.
Women who took part in Wave 2 did not have higher levels of conjugal conflict in
Wave 1 compared to women who did not follow-up the study. However, women
with more than one child were overrepresented in Wave 2.
Measures
Dimensions of conjugal functioning were measured in Wave 1 only. “Division of
household labor” between partners or spouses was the only latent factor measured
as a proxy for gender inequalities by two first order factors: the amount of time de-
voted to household tasks during workdays and weekends (answers ranged from 1
“less than an hour” to 5 “seven or more hours”) and the kind of division of household
tasks completed with the partner, such as cooking, laundry, ironing, dishwashing,
cleaning, and shopping (answers included 1 “less than one quarter”, 2 “one fourth”,
3 “one half”, 4 “three fourth”, 5 “almost all”). Higher scores indicate a greater
amount of time devoted to household tasks for women and greater inequalities in
domestic household labor.
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The extent of conjugal closure was measured with three items associated with
the degree of openness that couples have in relation to their community environ-
ment:1 “You keep yourself informed daily about the economic and political life”,
“You are not very attracted by the customs of other countries”, and “You stay in-
formed about your country and region”. Responses ranged from 1 “true” to 4 “not
at all true”. Items were recoded, with higher scores indicating a higher degree of
closure throughout the environment. In order to measure the extent of conjugal in-
dividualism of the partners, we chose seven items with the same range of responses.
These items were: “You spend most of your evenings with your partner”, “Con-
cerning music, books or films, you and your partner have very similar taste”, “All
financial entries of the household belong equally to you and your partner”, “Con-
cerning politics and religion, you and your partner have similar ideas”, “In your
couple, you need a large amount of autonomy”, “You sacrifice some personal activ-
ities to stay with your partner”, and “When you see friends, it’s more often with
your partner”. Higher scores indicated higher conjugal individualism.
Conjugal conflict perceived by women was measured in Wave 1 and in Wave 2
with four items. The first item included five communicational and relational prob-
lems that couples can have as a dichotomous variable (responses ranged from 1 “no
problem” to 6 “five problems”). The second item focused on the severity of open ar-
guments (responses ranged from 1 “no open arguments” to 4 “severe arguments”).
The third item asked participants to rate how satisfied they were with their conju-
gal life (responses ranged from 1 “always satisfied” to 5 “never satisfied”). Finally,
the fourth item measured the efficacy of participants’ coping strategies (responses
were 1 “bad”, 2 “low”, 3 “average”, and 4 “good coping strategies”). For further de-
tails on these data see Widmer et al. (2003). An examination of the means in descrip-
tive statistics for the items shows that women do the majority of household tasks.
Further, conjugal individualism is relatively low on all but a few items (i.e., com-
mon tastes and feeling of autonomy).
Because levels of conjugal conflict and conjugal quality vary across conjugal
life (Aldous, 1996; Umberson et al., 2005), it is necessary to control for the effect of
“family life stages”. Therefore, we distinguished couples which were childless (n =
226), couples which had children currently living in the home (n = 943), and couples
whose children already left the parental home (n = 307) which is used as the refer-
ence category in the empirical analyses. When either skewness estimates are less
than -3 or greater than 3 or kurtosis estimates are less than -7 or greater than 7, a dis-
tribution deviates highly from normality (Kline, 1998). Given that the scales under
investigation show skewness and kurtosis estimates relatively close to 0, which
corresponds to a normal distribution, we used the maximum likelihood algorithm
to estimate all of the parameters of the structural equation modeling (SEM).
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1 Some other items were excluded from the analysis following the factor analysis presented later
in the results section.
Analyses
SEM was first used to test the validity of the three factors measuring division of
household labor, conjugal individualism and closure. In SEM, two kinds of models
are distinguished: the measurement model, which represents the unmeasured
constructs via the measured items, and the structural model, which represents the
associations between the constructs. Therefore, a typical SEM is composed of sev-
eral measurement models and one structural model. It is advisable to first test all
measurement models before proceeding with the assessment of the structural
model (Byrne, 2001). To test the measurement models, we computed a confirma-
tory factor analysis (CFA) on each set of items. The CFA is fundamental before test-
ing a general model that focuses on the relationships between the various dimen-
sions to exclude items with poor factor loadings and high residual variances that
are not indicative of the general construct (Byrne, 2001).
In the second stage, we tested the structural model with the relationships
among factors of conjugal functioning, family life stages and conjugal conflict for
the whole sample. Amos 18. 0 software (Arbuckle and Wothke, 1999) was used to
test all of the SEMs. This model relied on the longitudinal nature of the study to in-
fer the effects of the predictors assessed in the first wave on conflict assessed in the
first and second waves.
Results
Measurement models. The first set of analyses involved CFAs that assessed the best
factorial representation of each explanatory dimension in Wave 1 and conflict as
measured in Waves 1 and 2 (Byrne, 2001). To assess a model’s capacity to reproduce
the data structure, we relied on commonly used fit indices: the chi-square and its
associated degrees of freedom and the root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA). Amodel is considered to be adjusted to the data if its RMSEAis less than
0.08 (Hu and Bentler, 1999).
The results of the CFAs showed that the six measurement models fitted the
data well, except for closure, which had a moderate fit to the data (see table 1).
Those fit indexes indicated that the items indeed measure our distinct factors.
Moreover, this first step of the analysis enabled us to select the items that were
more representative of every construct. For example, for closure, we excluded
three items pertaining to partners’ habits with friends inside and outside of the
house. Because the three dimensions of conjugal individualism, closure, and divi-
sion of household labor were allowed to correlate in the final SEM, we also con-
ducted a CFA on these three dimensions together (see table 1). We found that this
model fitted the data well. Furthermore, results indicated that the three dimen-
sions only weakly covary (i.e., no multicollinearity between them). This first set of
results confirmed that division of household labor, conjugal closure, and conjugal
individualism are three independent dimensions of conjugal life, as outlined in
Widmer et al. (2006a).
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Figure 1 Structural model 1 (unstandardized estimates; n = 1534) of the impact of family life stages (with
children and childless) on closure, conjugal individualism, and division of household labor in Wave
1, and their impact on conflict in Wave 1 and Wave 2
Note: * indicates parameters that are significant at the 0.01 level.
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Structural model 1. Figure 1 and table 2 present the structural model, variables’
factor loadings and residual variances. Given the total sample size, we chose a cut-
off alpha value of 0.01 for significance testing. This model fitted the data well. All
factor loadings were highly significant (p values < 0.01). The value of some factor
loadings had to be fixed to 1 for the purpose of local identification (Bollen, 1989). In
order to represent consistently conflict as measured in Wave 1 and Wave 2, we ap-
plied the principles of metric invariance to the factor loadings (Meredith, 1964).
Specifically, we set the two factors up as a longitudinal factor model (McArdle and
Nesselroade, 1994), where the loadings of the factors were invariant and the resid-
ual variances of the indicator variables were allowed to correlate over time. This
makes sure that conflict as measured in the first and second waves could be com-
pared, given that both relied on the same measurement model.
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Variables Residual variances Factor loadings
Individualism
Evenings .559 (.026)* 1.000
Politics and religion .485 (.019)* .616 (.094)*
Friends .582 (.024)* .789 (.111)*
Money .416 (.016)* .474 (.081)*
Activities without partner .942 (.041)* 1.110 (.149)*
Autonomy .753 (.029)* .628 (.108)*
Tastes 1.055 (.039)* .439 (.114)*
Division of household labor
Time Hours of labor (week) .145 (.057)* 1.000
Hours of labor (weekend) .899 (.044)* .712 (.037)*
Kind Meal/shop .557 (.026)* 1.379 (0.113)*
Clean .342 (.032)* 1.901 (0.161)*
Clothes .382 (.017)* 1.000
Closure
Informed (politics/economy) .460 (.082)* 1.000
Other cultures .928 (.035)* .308 (.057)*
Informed (canton/village) .675 (.053)* .769 (.124)*
Conflict Wave 1
Number of problems .625 (.060)* 1.268 (.083)*
Type of conflict .462 (.017)* 1.000
Couple evaluation .306 (.013)* 4.192 (.256)*
Coping strategies .334 (.016)* 1.713 (.108)*
Conflict Wave 2
Number of problems .351 (.017)* 1.268 (.083)*
Type of conflict .367 (.017)* 1.000
Couple evaluation .451 (.070)* 4.192 (.256)*
Coping strategies 1.074 (.051)* 1.713 (.108)*
Note: The variables for the factor “division” load on the first-order factors “time” and “type”, which themselves
load on the second-order factor “division”.
= denotes parameters whose value was fixed for identification purpose.
Model fit: 2 (N = 1534, df = 254) = 940.740, RMSEA = 0.042.
* indicates parameters that are significant at the 0.01 level.
Table 2 Parameter estimates (and standard errors) of the measurement models for structural model 1,
represented in figure 1
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Unstandardized estimates in figure 1 show that of division of household la-
bor, conjugal closure, and conjugal individualism measured in the first wave, only
conjugal individualism has a significant influence on conflict in Wave 1. Moreover,
family life stages are strongly associated with dimensions of conjugal functioning,
especially for conjugal individualism (higher in childless couples) and division of
household labor (higher in couples with children). Also, the residuals of the three
dimensions of conjugal functioning, related between them, do not correlate, mean-
ing that the lack of influence of division of household labor and closure on conflict
as measured in the second wave is not related with their associations with conjugal
individualism as measured in the first wave.
The no effect of conjugal individualism on conflict in the second wave is
explained by the mediation effect of conjugal conflict in Wave 1. Conjugal individ-
ualism has a causal effect on conflict in Wave 1, which is strongly related with
conflict in Wave 2. Almost 60% of the variance in conflict in Wave 2 is predicted by
conflict in Wave 1. Note that there is a small but significant effect of division of
household labor in Wave 1 on conjugal conflict measured in Wave 2.
Discussion
Conjugal individualism has a major effect on conjugal conflict. This result supports
the hypothesis that couples based on values of autonomy and a prevalence of indi-
vidual development on the collective dimension of conjugal and family life have a
harder time to last over time. Those results contradict statements about the greater
stability of couples that emphasize such values in their daily interactions. They
suggest that there is a cumulative process by which autonomy fuels conflict that
further increases the propensity of partners to live autonomous lives. The result is
also consistent with other empirical results pertaining to the stability of conflict in
couples over time (Faulkner et al., 2005).
The absence of children in the household increases the extent of conjugal indi-
vidualism. While controlling for the presence of children, conjugal individualism
however maintains its negative influence on conjugal conflict. This indicates that
once partners become parents, conjugal individualism becomes a negative factor
for conjugal life, which contributes to increase conjugal conflict in a cumulative
way (Cowan and Cowan, 2000).
Division of household labor has been thoroughly studied in recent decades but
seldom with a longitudinal design. This research shows that it has some impact on
conjugal conflict, although not as strong conjugal individualism. Nevertheless, the
association between actual division of household labor and its perceived fairness
(Major, 1993) could help to understand why so many couples continue to follow a
gendered division of tasks while keeping conflict and conjugal dissatisfaction at bay.
With regard to conjugal closure, its lack of impact is striking. One possible ex-
planation involves the various meanings of family closure. Although a high level of
openness through social network members and social environment can lead to in-
terference and generate conjugal conflict, a high level of closure can also create
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conjugal conflict (Olson, 2000). Additional research on actual patterns of interac-
tions with friends and relatives is needed before it is possible to reject the hypothe-
sis that conjugal closure is not a factor of conjugal conflict. It might be useful for fu-
ture research to differentiate a measure of positive closure that limits interference,
from a measure of negative closure that limits potential support from social net-
work members (Widmer et al., 2009).
Conjugal individualism directly affects conjugal conflict. Individualism is a
relational problem, especially for couples with children. The emphasis on conjugal
individualism as a contributor to conflict is supported by explanations given by
psychologists and social psychologists, as conjugal individualism is associated
with poorer coping strategies and a higher level of depressive symptoms, espe-
cially for women (Widmer et al., 2003; Widmer et al., 2006b). The finding of a nega-
tive impact of conjugal individualism certainly calls for further research. Addi-
tional waves, which include men’s interviews as well as women’s interviews, are
necessary, given that the extent of conjugal individualism and the perception of
conflict may vary through time and between partners. Indeed, this research has
one important limit: conjugal conflict was measured by responses of women only.
Further research should include estimates of conflicts by both men and women, in
order to provide a more comprehensive view on the impact.
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Resumo/ abstract/ résumé/ resumen
Uma abordagem sociológica do conflito conjugal
A explicaçao sociológica do conflito conjugal tem sido muito referida, mas rara-
mente testada empiricamente. Com base num conjunto de dados longitudinais re-
colhidos em duas fases junto de 1534 mulheres em relações heterossexuais, usámos
o modelo de equações estruturais (SEM) para medir o impacto da divisão do traba-
lho doméstico, do individualismo e do fechamento do casal sobre a probabilidade
de conflitos conjugais. Os resultados indicam que o individualismo conjugal tem
um grande impacto, a divisão do trabalho doméstico um impacto menor e o fecha-
mento do casal não tem impacto no conflito conjugal. Os resultados são discutidos
à luz dos actuais debates sociológicos sobre conjugalidade.
Palavras-chave conflito conjugal, individualismo, divisão do trabalho, fechamento,
longitudinal, modelo de equações estruturais.
A sociological assessment of conjugal conflict
A sociological explanation of conjugal conflict was often stressed but seldom em-
pirically tested. Based on a two-wave longitudinal dataset of 1534 women in het-
erosexual relationships, we use structural equation modeling (SEM) to measure
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the impact of the division of household labor, individualism and conjugal closure
on the likelihood of conjugal conflicts. Results indicate that conjugal individualism
has a major impact, division of household labor a minor impact, and conjugal clo-
sure no impact, on conjugal conflict. Results are discussed in the light of current so-
ciological debates on partnerships.
Keywords conjugal conflict, individualism, division of labor, closure, longitudinal,
structural equation model.
Une approche sociologique du conflit conjugal
L’explication sociologique du conflit conjugal a souvent été avancée mais rare-
ment testée du point de vue empirique. À partir d’un ensemble de données lon-
gitudinales recueillies en deux phases auprès de 1534 femmes vivant en couple
hétérosexuel, nous avons utilisé le modèle d’équations structurelles pour mesu-
rer l’impact de la répartition des tâches ménagères, de l’individualisme et de
l’isolement du couple sur la probabilité des conflits conjugaux. Les résultats in-
diquent que l’individualisme conjugal a un grand impact, la répartition des tâ-
ches ménagères un impact moindre et l’isolement du couple n’a pas d’impact
sur le conflit conjugal. Les résultats sont discutés à la lumière des débats socio-
logiques actuels sur la conjugalité.
Mots-clés conflit conjugal, individualisme, répartition des tâches ménagères,
isolement, longitudinal, modèle d’équations structurelles.
Un abordaje sociológico del conflicto conyugal
La explicación sociológica del conflicto conyugal ha sido muy referida, pero rara-
mente probada empíricamente. Con base en un conjunto de datos longitudinales
recabados en dos etapas, con 1534 mujeres en relaciones heterosexuales, usamos el
modelo de ecuaciones estructurales (SEM) para medir el impacto de la división del
trabajo doméstico, del individualismo y del cierre de la pareja sobre la probabili-
dad de conflictos conyugales. Los resultados indican que el individualismo conyu-
gal tiene un gran impacto, la división del trabajo doméstico un impacto menor y el
cierre de la pareja no tiene impacto en el conflicto conyugal. Los resultados son dis-
cutidos a la luz de los actuales debates sociológicos sobre la vida en pareja.
Palabras clave conflicto conyugal, individualismo, división del trabajo, cierre,
longitudinal, modelo de ecuaciones estructurales.
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